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Insurgent Terrorism: Intergroup Relationships and the Killing of
Civilians provides a thorough quantitative analysis of one of the most
important questions about political violence: what makes insurgent
organizations more likely to target civilians? In the monograph, the
authors propose embeddedness theory to explain the variation in
insurgent groups’ tendency to target civilians. By bringing in social
interactions between insurgent organizations and the government, other
opposition groups, and the population, the authors offer a rich and
nuanced way of understanding this form of violence. Although these three
factors have been examined in isolation from one another in prior
research, this book provides a powerful approach to integrating them as
facets of embeddedness that explain the use of terrorism.
The authors’ argument that more socially embedded groups are less likely
to target civilians generates several hypotheses and noteworthy findings.
In terms of insurgent organizations’ embeddedness vis-à-vis the
government, Asal et al. find that insurgent targeting of civilians tends to
increase when governments use coercion, while the targeting of civilians
tends to decrease when governments offer concessions. This is a
particularly powerful finding in terms of its implications for policy. While
governments can be reluctant to offer concessions for fear of being seen as
capitulating to insurgents, doing so can bring benefits to the civilian
population. At the same time, governments that rely on coercion should be
prepared for the consequences for the public and factor that into their
decision-making.
In recent years, the second component to insurgent embeddedness,
militant groups’ relationships with one another, has received increasing
scholar and policy attention. There are two main forms of inter-insurgent
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relationships: rivals and allies. And both are bad news for civilians. Both
groups with rivals and those with allies are more likely to target civilians.
The finding on alliances is consistent with a growing body of scholarship
on the negative ramifications of such relationships, offering further
incentives to policymakers to find ways to stymie these ties. The finding on
the impact of insurgent rivalry on civilians, however, should inject caution
into efforts to pit insurgent groups against one another or encourage
splintering, particularly in cases of religious ethnonationalist groups.
In terms of insurgent relations with the population, the authors look at
ethnic motivations, involvement in crime, and social service provision as
forms of embeddedness. Two of these findings are consistent with
expectations; insurgent groups with ethnic motivations and that are
involved in crime are both more likely to engage in targeting civilians. The
third is more surprising, at least to me: organizations that engage in social
service provision are also more likely to engage in civilian targeting. The
finding is consistent with the authors’ hypothesis, but less consistent with
the theory of insurgent embeddedness proposed in Chapter 2 than one
would expect. I would like to have seen more discussion in the book about
this finding in particular, perhaps a mini-case study starting to draw out
the mechanisms underpinning this relationship.
In addition to looking at civilian targeting overall, the authors delve into
two particular forms of such violence, specifically violence targeting
schools and journalists. These two chapters are particularly important
contributions to the literature as few have looked specifically at this type of
targeting. Targeting children through attacks on schools, as has occurred
in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Russia, is a particularly heinous form of
violence and, thankfully, is relatively rare. The authors find that
government coercion and insurgent alliances are correlated with such
attacks, as are—once again to my surprise—social service provision. This
relationship between social service provision and civilian targeting is
particularly ripe for more research, particularly qualitative research given
the rarity of such violence. Insurgent alliances are also linked to attacks on
journalists, suggesting that those partnerships are particularly
consequential for civilian targeting in several respects.
Given the array of factors examined under the concept of insurgent
embeddedness, the subtitle of the book—Intergroup Relationships and the
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Killing of Civilians—does not actually capture the breadth of the findings
from the book. While the findings do demonstrate that alliances—and to a
lesser degree rivalry— are important to understanding what makes a group
more likely to target civilians, inter-insurgent relations is only one aspect
of the broader argument. The findings of the book, particularly on social
service provision, present opportunities for follow up research that could
and should examine the dynamics underpinning these correlations. The
authors do offer potential causal explanations, but they do not pursue that
line of inquiry in the book. In addition, the timeframe for the data used in
the book, 1998-2012, does not capture the rise of the Islamic State and the
proliferation of its allies, which presents openings for subsequent
researcher to examine whether these results hold over the course of the
Islamic State’s rise and fall.
From a policy standpoint, the book has several major policy implications,
but two in particular stand out. First, the relationships between alliances
and civilian targeting, including against schools and journalists,
underscore the need for much more robust policy efforts to disrupt these
relationship and drive wedges between allied groups. This is an area of
counterterrorism and counterinsurgency policy that has lagged, despite
the clear evidence of their importance. Few, if any, alliances between
insurgent groups have been either prevented or severed because of
government efforts. The implications for civilians of this shortfall
underscore the need for more concerted strategies in this realm. Second, it
is hard to overstate the implications of the book’s findings on government
coercion and concessions. The aversion to being seen as “soft” on
terrorism by granting concessions may be at odds with governments’
duties to protect civilians.
This book is essential reading for those interested in researching and
understanding political violence, and its findings have important
implications for those seeking to protect civilians while effectively
countering terrorism. The authors do an exceptional job presenting their
large-n research and findings in an accessible manner, so the book could
readily be assigned in relevant courses as well.
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